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Abstract Recently, "online systems have created new reference sources and have in¬ 
creased the search capabilities of sources already available in printed form" 
(Piternick, 1990, p.534}. On the one hand, it definitely facilitated students’ 
quick access to the materials needed. On the other hand, the present-day 
online platforms do not only provide learners with some well-grounded 
sources but also tempt them with a plethora of unreliable data leading stu¬ 
dents to cheating and even plagiarism. Thus, the goal of this paper is to in¬ 
vestigate the most common reasons that make students use unreliable 
sources and to suggest some measures that will motivate learners to work 
with trustworthy and reliable materials. For this, two studies were carried 
out. First of all, to detect the nature of the most popular unreliable sources 
used by the students, a number of Writing and Information Literacy pro¬ 
gram students’ essays were analysed by Turnitin (internet-based plagiarism 
detection} program. Secondly, a total number of 124 students participated 
in an online survey consisting of 22 items that sought to understand the 
most common reasons why learners give their preferences to these unreli¬ 
able sources. The data obtained in the first study shows that the most pop¬ 
ular unreliable sources are not only Wikipedia and personal websites but 
opinionated articles such as editorials and self-published sources. As re¬ 
gards the second study, a number of reasons such as poor understanding 
of the differences between reliable and unreliable sources; inability to use 
library web-page appropriately; poor understanding of citation techniques, 
etc. make students use easily available data. The study terminates with 
some important suggestions to prevent plagiarism and cheating. 
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Annotasiya Son ddvrlordo «onlayn sistemlor vasitosilo yeni istinad manbolori yaradildi 
V9 fap 59klind9 mdvcud m9nb9l9rin axtarij imkanlari artirildi» (Piternick, 
1990, S9h.534}. Bir t9r9fd9n, bu, t9l9b9l9r9 lazim olan materiallari siiratli 
V9 asan jakilda alda etmaya imkan yaratdi, digar tarafdan is9 miiasir 
onlayn platformalar talabalara yalniz asasb manbalar taqdim etmakla 
yanaji, onlari saxtakarbga V9 plagiatbga aparan foxlu sayda qeyri-daqiq 
malumatlarla aldatmaqdadir. Maqalanin maqsadi talabalari etibarli olmayan 
manbalardan istifadaya macbur edan sabablari arajdirmaq va onlari 
diizgiin, etibarli materiallarla ijlamaya tajviq edacakbazitakliflarvermakdir. 
Dwala, talabalarin istifada etdiklari an populyar etibarli olmayan manbalarin 
xiisusiyyatlarini miiayyanlajdirmak iifiin Yazi va informasiya Savadliligi 
proqrammm ijtirakfisi olan bir sira talabalarin esselari Turnitin (plagiat 
hallarmm ajkarlanmasi) proqrami vasitasila tahlil edildi. Ikincisi, talabalarin 
bu etibarli olmayan manbalara ustiinliik vermalarinin sabablarini anlamaq 
iifiin sorgu kefirildi. 22 bandlik sorguda cami 124 talaba ijtirak etdi. llkin 
arajdirmadan alda edilan malumatlar gdstarir ki, an populyar etibarli 
olmayan manbalar takca Vikipediya va jaxsi saytlar deyil, miiayyan redak- 
siyalar tarafindan va dzbajma najr olunan manbalarin daxil oldugu ray 
xarakterli maqalalardir. Ikinci arajdirmada etibarli va etibarli olmayan 
manbalar arasmdaki farqi tarn anlamamaq kimi bir sira sabablar aks 
olunur. Bura kitabxananm veb sahifasindan lazimi qaydada istifada eda 
bilmamak va sitat iisullarim tarn anlamamaq kimi sabablar da daxildir. 
Biitiin bunlar talabalari yalniz asan alda olunan malumatlardan istifada 
etmaya vadar edir. Arajdirmanm sonunda plagiat va saxtakarbgm qarjismm 
almmasi ila bagb vacib takliflar irali siirulub. 
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Introduction 

In the last few decades, the web has transformed the informational landscape 
as it allows an immediate distribution of information which has become the pre¬ 
ferred mode of doing research in our fast-paced society [Quaratiello and Devine, 
2004, p.lO). In other words, online systems have created new reference sources 
and have increased the search capabilities of sources already available in printed 
form [Piternick, 1990, p.534). This definitely made most of academic work much 
faster and easier, especially for students who can access any information at a 
single click. However, what seems like the fastest way is not necessarily the best 
way [Quaratiello and Devine, 2004, p.2), and the resources that may prove most 
valuable to your research might not be the easiest to access. Despite this, more 
and more young people are practicing cheating from internet, and things are 
getting worse each year [Ma et al., 2008, p.l98). While some of the scholars 
claim that we can no longer rely on .com, .net, .org, .edu, .gov, and others as they 
become less and less reliable [Warnick, 2004, p.264), Wikipedia and other public 
websites remain "best friends” of many students, turning them into "unintentional 
cheaters”. 

Cheating or, as we are accustomed to term it, plagiarism, is not a new phe¬ 
nomenon, yet the ways that students cheat and their attitudes towards cheating 
have considerably changed [Ma et al., p.l97). Practice shows that today more 
and more students, being lost in the plethora of information which pops up from 
every digital window, simply do not know how to manage all this content auto¬ 
matically turning into a plagiarist. Today, unintentional plagiarism being a result 
from confusion over what types of information need to be cited [Quaratiello and 
Devine, 2004, p.l35) became the major concern of many instructors. With this 
idea in mind, the main target of the paper is to examine the most common 
reasons that make students use unreliable sources, and to suggest some measures 
that would motivate learners to work with trustworthy and reliable materials. 
This will definitely help to oversee our teaching, and have a better focus on the 
ways to work with data and sources. 

Plagiarism and the ways to minimize occurrences 

In an increasingly digital information landscape, we believe that digital literacy 
and student satisfaction are closely linked [Ford, 2013, p.53). Literacy has always 
been highly valued and it is still valued in the modern world where reading is a 
key part of that literacy [Hewling, 2013, p.115). Today it seems so easy to be lit¬ 
erate, particularly for those with practical hands-on technology. Availability of 
any information has become so common, that humans have no longer got fears 
of not being able to find what they need. This mostly refers to students who feel 
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informational power coming from the palm-top devices such as cell phones, 
tablets or/and laptops. Pearson [2011, p.56) argues that Internet is an indispen¬ 
sable tool that offers a host of valuable resources, despite some of the problems 
associated with it. In this respect, with the advent of the Internet and easy access 
to almost limitless written material on every conceivable topic, suspicion of stu¬ 
dent plagiarism has begun to affect teachers at all levels” [Evering and Moorman, 
2012, p.37). There are two kinds of plagiarism: intentional and unintentional. 
While the intentional plagiarism is a serious offense because you are stealing 
something [Quaratiello and Devine, 2004, p.l34), unintentional plagiarism is a 
result of messy and disorganized work. Quaratiello and Devine [2004) believe 
that aside from the issue of morality, intentional plagiarism is simply a foolish 
thing to do easily recognized by a teacher or even a machine. Turnitin.com and 
other plagiarism-detection software search for matched content to determine 
whether a paper has been plagiarized or purchased [Evering and Moorman, 
2012, p.38). The situation is quite different and much more complicated when 
dealt with unintentional plagiarism. Unintentional plagiarism is a result of in¬ 
formation mistreat and misapplication of such important writing techniques as 
summarizing, quotation, paraphrase, as well as the use of references and in-text 
citations. To instill these abilities and skills, teachers need to apply new methods 
to teach the students how to document sources. Renard [2000, p.202) adds that 
teaching students how to cite references properly and use a bibliography properly 
is a useful way to combat plagiarism and cheating through Internet. Moreover, 
students may not view information and knowledge in the same way that the fac¬ 
ulty do [Gallant, 2009, p.64). Students should understand that in order to use 
source in their writings, they should implement a number of steps, including 
material selection, its evaluation and correct application into their papers fol¬ 
lowing the rules and canons of academic writing. Those students who try to skip 
any of the step are more susceptible to unintentional plagiarism. In this respect, 
Ma et al. [2008, p.l97) discuss various reasons why young people cheat, pointing 
out that teachers should develop new strategies to combat digital plagiarism in 
the classroom. In turn, arguing that Google and other web search engines reveal 
only the tip of the information iceberg, Quaratiello and Devine [2004) enumerate 
a number of techniques teachers and students should follow to avoid uninten¬ 
tional plagiarism: 

• Although a great deal of interesting material is available on the web, and it 
can be a good source of quick information, we should be skeptical; 

• Doing research is not about finding good, credible, and relevant information 
on our topic; it’s about finding good credible, and relevant information; 

• We should be able to evaluate any type of informational source to determine 
whether it satisfies our needs and will be appropriate for our particular research 
assignment; 
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Picture 1: Percentage of plagiarism detected by Turnitin 
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• We have to choose a side, present the pros and cons, and ultimately persuade 
our reader to agree with our opinion 

• We should actively work with our sources by taking notes rather than just 
passively reading them. Note taking is the process of recording the information 
that will be useful in our paper. These are three basic ways to take notes: quoting, 
paraphrasing, and summarizing. 

Overall, there is a number of ways and techniques to prevent unintended pla¬ 
giarism, yet the main target of this paper is to understand the most common 
reasons that make present-day students use unreliable sources, as well as to 
identify the most popular means of media used in academic writing. 

Method 

Measurement of the variables used in this research were based, first on the 
study of Turnitin plagiarism detection service and, second on a survey concerning 
students’ opinions on the use of non-academic digital sources in academic writing. 

The first part of the study analyses 86 entries of argumentative essay into 
Turnitin program submitted by Writing and Information Literacy students within 
the years 2018-2020. The purpose of the study is to detect the most popular 
non-academic sources and the frequency of their occurrences. Initially, the study 
considered 127 entries, however, to have a more profound study, papers with 
the percentage of plagiarism higher than 10% were analysed only [e.g. see Picture 
1). Each website was carefully studied, and classified in accordance with its type 
and function. To be more precise, the study considers the following types of 
websites: 1. Wikipedia; 2. personal websites; 3. opinionated articles [editorials); 
4. self-published sources; 5. blogs; 6. others. 
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The second study focused on students’ opinions regarding the role of internet 
websites in their academic writing. Overall, 124 students from Writing and In¬ 
formation Literacy class agreed to answer the survey questions. Among the re¬ 
spondents 65.6% were female students and 34.4% were male students. In the 
majority of cases their age ranged between 17-19 years old [74.7%). This means 
that most of the respondents, i.e. 63.3% were first year students, other 15.6% 
and 13.3% were second and third year students. The average GPA ranged between 
0.97 and 4 points. 

The survey consisted of twenty-two questions compiled on Google Forms on¬ 
line platform. Eleven multiple-choice questions, three yes and no questions, one 
Likert scale, four open-ended questions, and three checkboxes were considered 
for data collection. The data was later downloaded into excel.csv format; statistical 
calculation has been applied. A detailed questionnaire can be found at the fol¬ 
lowing link: https://forms.gle/k6kDPqTQGSteVwPG6. 

Analysis and Discussion of Findings 

1. Turnitin Academic Integrity Database 

To get a clear picture on the use of non-academic sources in academic envi¬ 
ronment, the study mainly focused on a certain number of entries, including, 
personal websites, forums and blogs, Wikipedia, opinionated articles, and self- 
published papers. Unfortunately, there is no unique definition for each of these 
resources, particularly the definitions lack in the scholarly literature. However, 
it is obvious that each of this resource serves its two major functions either to 
promote owners’ personal interests or to create a space for people to argue their 
viewpoints notwithstanding their background, origin, age, or educational level. 
The results of the study [see Figure 1) demonstrate that the majority of students 
frequently refer to external sources to provide additional in-depth arguments or 
counter-arguments in order to support their viewpoints. For this, they frequently 
resort to internet sources, unfortunately Wikipedia with its 32% remaining one 
of the most widely used. According to the analysis of Turnitin program, opinion¬ 
ated articles [18%) as well as self-published resources [14%) occupy a solid po¬ 
sition in students’ argumentative essays. 

The least preferred sources are personal websites [13%), forums and blogs 
[9%). Interestingly, the analysis shows that 23% of overall source use includes 
other types of online resources, which were not considered for the study before. 
A more profound analysis demonstrates that apart from the non-academic sources 
indicated in Figure 1, students also refer to such digital discourse as online mag¬ 
azines, public websites and non-official newspapers, which in most cases are in¬ 
applicable for academic writing. Poor provision of references and citations ex¬ 
posed in the research is another issue to discuss. It should also be pointed out. 
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Figure 1: Types of non-academic digital sources 
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that the study revealed the cases of intentional plagiarism. However, since the 
paper deals with unintentional plagiarism as a result of improper work with 
main techniques of academic writing, this point will be skipped. In turn, the sec¬ 
ond study will provide a better vision of academic integrity violation. 

2. Students’ opinions on the use of non-academic sources in Academic 

Writing 

Academic integrity is one of the key positive factors for each educational in¬ 
stitution. Cheating and plagiarism are said to be the major educational elements 
to tarnish academic integrity. However, though similar to some extent, these two 
notions should be clearly distinguished. Oxford English Dictionary [2010) defines 
plagiarism as "an action or practice of taking someone else’s work, ideas, etc., 
and passing it off as one’s own; literary theft. In turn, cheating is defined as a 
dishonest behavior for the sake of getting what you want [Cambridge Dictionary, 
2015). In line with the accepted definitions, one of the principal goals of the 
paper is to understand how students define plagiarism, whether they see any 
difference between cheating and plagiarism and what, in their opinion, intentional 
and unintentional plagiarism is. Having summarized the definitions provided by 
the students. Table 1 and 2 will compare and contrast 1. cheating and plagiarism; 
2. intentional and unintentional plagiarism. 
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Table 1 demonstrates that in the majority of cases plagiarism is defined as 
using someone’ ideas and showing them as your own, which for many students 
is seen as a crime. Moreover, some students equate plagiarism to lack of morality, 
creativity and knowledge. Cheating is treated as unfair, disobedient and violent 
action towards stealing someone’s property coming from person’s lack of self¬ 
responsibility and self-respect, if we compare these definitions with those offered 
by Oxford and Cambridge dictionaries, we can observe some similarities which 
report on students’ clear vision of these two illegal actions. 

Table 2 compares and contrasts students understanding of intentional and 
unintentional plagiarism where the former is defined as an intentional action of 
copying someone’s work or idea, i.e. committing a deliberate crime. Unintentional 
plagiarism sources from students’ lack of knowledge and understanding of the 
rules and regulations to be applied to citations and references. This completely 
matches the common vision of two types of plagiarism, unintentional plagiarism 
being related to poor and improper way to use the key techniques of academic 
writing. To get a deeper understanding why students plagiarize, the following 
analyses have been conducted. 

Using different degrees of frequency [see Table 3), almost all the respondents 
admit using other authors’ ideas in their writings, 43.8% indicating it as often, 
37.1% as sometimes, 7.9% as always, and only 10.1% assessing this use as a 
rare one. However, the techniques of using other authors’ ideas vary to great ex¬ 
tent. For instance, while a copy-paste technique is admitted as the least used 
one [27.8%), paraphrasing and summarizing techniques are said to be the most 
popular ones, the former being often applied [45.6%), while the latter is some¬ 
times used by the same number of respondents [45.6%). Luckily, only 7.8% of 
the respondents admitted the use of other authors’ ideas without having them 
cited and referenced. This is also supported by the answers of those respondents 
[22.2%) who admit using other students’ papers for their own purposes. However, 
since this paper mainly focuses on unintentional plagiarism only, it will not con¬ 
sider this drawback. 

The milestone of the research is to understand students’ views on the most 
common reasons to plagiarize. Having no skills to use references and citations 
[73.3%) is one of the main rational behind the use of others’ ideas without re¬ 
porting them. Nearly the same number of participants mentions students as lazy 
[58.9%), and evaluates course demands as too high [63.3%). Other 50% of the 
respondent go for having no time to have a solid preparation to the assignments, 
whereas 40% see plagiarism as an easy way to get a grade. Finally, a bit more 
than thirty percent, i.e. 33.3% and 34.4% believe that they have neither respon¬ 
sibility nor enthusiasm to avoid using other peoples’ ideas. As these results go 
against the preliminary class observations, next five questions aimed to clarify 
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Table 1: Cheating vs. Plagiarism 

a. Cheating 

b. Plagiarism 

"disobeying and violation of rules" 

"stealing other's ideas and displaying them 
as your own" 

"copy someone's work" 

"use something that doesn't belong to you" 

"avoid burden of hard and long tasks" 

"to commit literary theft" 

"copy-paste; copy" 

"using someone's' ideas without citing and 
referencing them" 

"lack of self-responsibility and self-respect" 

"lack of original ideas" 

"being inconsiderate and not caring someone" 

"copy-paste" 

"unfair act to achieve something" 

"lack of morality, creativity and knowledge" 

"to steal someone's labor" 

"crime" 

"to get a grade in dishonest way" 

"risky way to get a high grade" 

"dishonest behavior" 

"illegal way to get something" 


Table 2: Intentional vs. Unintentional Plagiarism 

c. Intentional plagiarism 

d. Unintentional plagiarism 

"cheating on purpose" 

"being not aware that you plagiarize" 

"intentionally not to provide references 
and citations" 

"not knowing how to cite" 

"claim that work is yours, though it is not" 

"using references in improper way" 

"intentionally copy someone's' ideas" 

"making mistakes in citations" 

"ask someone to write for you" 

"forgetting to cite the source" 

"deliberate crime" 
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Table 3: Frequency to use other authors' ideas 


statement: 

always 

often 

sometimes 

rarely 

never 

Frequency to use other 
authors' ideas 

7.9% 

43.8% 

37.1% 

10.1% 

1.1% 

Frequency to paraphrase 
others' ideas 

6.7% 

45.6% 

41.1% 

5.6% 

1.1% 

Frequency to summarize 
other's ideas 

3.3% 

35.6% 

45.6% 

12.2% 

3.3% 

Frequency not to provide 
citations 

0% 

7.8% 

17.8% 

46.7% 

27.8% 


whether the students are aware of the academic writing rules to provide proper 
references and in-text citations. Luckily, considering five presented variants, 
88.6% of the respondents could recognize personal websites as non-academic 
source which cannot be used for academic papers. A bit less, 80% of students 
recognized the references provided to a book and 70.2% recognized the refer¬ 
ences provided to a scholarly article. A total of 67.1% of students distinguished 
a reference provided to a book chapter. This is to demonstrate that some students 
are still unfamiliar with the ways and techniques of giving credits to the authors 
which in most answers is linked to the lack of teachers' explanations during the 
class. Moreover, a constant use of Google [98.9%) is said to be another reason 
for plagiarism and cheating. 

A number of ways to detect plagiarism are mentioned by the respondents. 
Among the most common ways are: plagiarism detector programs as Turnitin, 
Safe Assign, etc. [85.6%); teachers' experience to detect plagiarism [53.3%); 
and, students’ writing style [46.7%) that betrays. Teaching students how to pre¬ 
vent plagiarism [64.8%) is among the most effective measure that instructors 
may take. Moreover, proper instructions [60.2%) as well as reduction of course 
work load [56.8%) are said to be the most applicable measures to prevent pla¬ 
giarism. Interestingly, penalty application is opted by one fourth [25%) of the 
respondents as the least fruitful effort to provide academic integrity [see Table 
5). In turn, 73.9% of the students opt for the highest rate of academic integrity 
in their educational institution with the majority of students indicating imple¬ 
mentation of Honor Code [92%), online plagiarism detectors [89.8%) and penal¬ 
ties [62.5%) as the most applicable and effective measures. This, in turn, demon- 
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Table 4: Reasons to plagiarize 

1. students are lazy 

58.9% 

2. students lack time to prepare 

50% 

3. students see plagiarism as an easy way to get a grade 

40% 

4. students lack interest in the topic of study 

63.3% 

5. course demands are too high 

34.4% 

6. students cannot express themselves 

55.6% 

7. students lack skills necessary to cite the references 

73.3% 

8. students lack moral responsibility 

37.8% 


Table 5: Ways to prevent plagiarism 


1. students should receive proper instructions on written assignments 

60.2% 

2. students' course workload should be reduced 

47.7% 

3. students should be informed that their work will be checked for plagiarism 

56.8% 

4. electronic plagiarism detection tools should be used 

48.9% 

5. the penalty for those who committed plagiarism should be more severe 

25% 

6. students should learn what is allowed and not allowed through education 
and open discussions 

60.2% 

7. students should be taught how to prevent unintentional plagiarism 

64.8% 


strates that there is a range of measures to take in order to provide academic in¬ 
tegrity in institutions and to instill transparent approach to written assignments. 

Based on the data collected, it is fair to say that in the majority of cases 
students commit themselves to unintentional plagiarism which results from stu¬ 
dents’ poor knowledge of the reference and citation rules of academic writing. 
This goes in line with Bossaller and Adkins [2011, p.l53) who contend that "... 
teaching about types of reference sources is difficult”. This can be explained by 
the growing Internet use for research and information which has raised concerns 
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about the quality of information people are obtaining [Greer, 2003) as well as 
the ways to filter this information. To improve the situation, the majority of stu¬ 
dents suggest to conduct frequent discussions on how to use references and ci¬ 
tations in a proper way. Renard [2000) is fair to say that teachers need methods 
to alert and detect cheating, and yet the most effective way to reduce cheating 
should be to involve students in interesting assignments, in addition, Adkins 
and Erdelez [2006, p.57) suggest two general types of source instruction for 
both print and electronic reference sources: 

1. Discussion about sources, led by the instructor or students reporting on 
their assignments. Frequently, discussion involves explanation of evaluative ele¬ 
ments used for comparison of reference sources; 

2. Use of reference sources, primarily accomplished through students’ hand- 
on exercise. While exercises involving use of print sources happen primarily 
without instructor supervision and outside of class time, use of electronic sources 
is frequently demonstrated by the instructor during class time. 

Following this, we can conclude that unintentional plagiarism is the most fre¬ 
quent classroom occurrence which either results from students’ misunderstand¬ 
ing on how to use references and citation, or mal-explanation of teachers on 
how to apply these techniques into academic writing. This in turn can be improved 
by delivering proper instructions on written assignments, teaching students how 
to prevent unintentional plagiarism and, teaching students how to use other au¬ 
thors’ ideas or works having them cited in proper and accurate manner. 

Conclusion 

The study revealed that the most common reasons for students to refer to 
unreliable sources are students’ lack of interest in the topic of study, students’ 
being lazy, and the most important, students’ inability to use in-text citation and 
references in a proper way. in response to the existing reasons, there are certain 
measures to improve the situation the most effective being the tutorials explaining 
what an unintentional plagiarism is and how it can be avoided. Moreover, timely 
provided instructions on the essence of citation techniques including paraphras¬ 
ing, summarizing and quoting should be considered in the tutorials. Open dis¬ 
cussions on types of citations and references [APA, MLA, Chicago, Harvard style, 
etc.) as well as the ways to apply them in writing should be frequently conducted. 

A few limitations of the study should be pointed out. Firstly, a limited number 
of argumentative papers were analysed. Secondly, one plagiarism-detection pro¬ 
gram was used only. Moreover, since the plagiarism-detection programs produce 
errors, we should carefully consider the percentage of the detected plagiarism. 
Finally, most of the research participants were first year university students, it 
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would be interesting to question and analyse the papers of graduate students as 
well. 

All in all, the paper is an initial attempt to understand students’ tendencies to 
use non-academic sources in academic writing, thus violating academic integrity. 
Practice shows that in line with the suggested measures, there are many more to 
provide transparency in studies which means that further research will envisage 
different ways to prevent unintended plagiarism. 
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